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AGENDA

Sizing up the problem
– The demographics of the dual career challenge
– The impact of dual career challenge

Finding an alternative 
– Short-term assignments?
– Commuters?
– Single assignments?

Financial implications: bridging the income gap

Spouse allowances and how they can be used

Organising spouse support



Sizing up the problem 

The demographics of the dual career challenge 
The impact of dual career challenge 
Solving dual career issues: a priority for companies?
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The demographics of the dual career challenge

Between 65 and 85% of the employees on long-term assignment have 
an accompanying partner

40 to 60% of trailing spouses were employed prior to the 
assignment…the vast majority will not (or cannot) find a job in the new 
location

Increasing number of female expatriates (20% of expatriates?) and 
emergence of male trailing spouses

Companies are  sometimes reluctant to dig into personal issues and not 
all potential expatriates report the problem
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Impact for the employee

Financial implications

Career issues

Personal issues: loss of status, lack of recognition and of 
challenges

Double shock: on departure and upon repatriation

Opportunities missed (employee) / Career Stalled 
(spouse) / Loss of income
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Impact for the company

Key employees refuse assignment / main barrier to mobility for 
global talent

Risk of crisis during the assignment (divorce) potentially affecting 
the employee’s performance

Premature repatriation

Repatriation/localisation plans difficult to implement

Talent retention / Cost / Business impact
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Impact for the company 
The need to remove barriers to mobility and find more candidates for 
expatriation
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From problem to opportunity?

The issues around dual career have a major impact on the 
individual and the company and should not be ignored

Removing mobility barriers linked to dual career issues allows 
companies to tap into new sources of talent 

Having an effective spouse support policy can be a competitive 
advantage when it comes to attract and retain talent



Finding an alternative: 

Short-term assignments? 
Commuters? 
Single Assignments?
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Finding an alternative: 
Short Term Assignments?
Type of assignment growing faster than traditional long-term 
assignments

Duration 6 months to 1 year (18 months in some cases) without the 
family

Traditional short-term expat package includes
– Daily allowances (54% of companies) or cost-of-living allowance 

(20%)
– Full housing costs in host location covered
– 44% of companies provide a mobility premium (5 to 15% of gross 

salary) and 45% hardship allowances if relevant 
– Home leave: four times per year (32%), six times per year (24%) or 

12 times per year (32%)

A word of caution: only 40% of companies agree that it is easier to 
motivate employees to go on short-term as opposed long-term 
assignments and 50% consider that short-term assignments are not 
easier to manage
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Finding an alternative: 
Commuters?

Definition ? The concept of commuter often reflect very different 
realities…

Increasingly used (45% of European companies and 35% of American
companies) and better tracked…

Duration: up to 2 years

Compensation is based on home country salary plus:
– Accommodation fully covered ( hotel or serviced apartment)
– Daily allowance for days spent in host location (32%) or 

reimbursement of costs as per travel policy (45%)
– Hardship allowance if relevant (provided by 50% of companies) and a 

mobility premium (only 25% of companies)
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Finding an alternative: 
“Single assignments” (Long Term)?

56% of companies send married employees without the family

Duration 1 to 3 years. 

Traditional expatriate package but with
– More additional home trips and family assistance
– Potentially higher mobility premium (10 to 15% of gross salary 

instead of 5-10% for typical assignments)

Sometimes used for cost-cutting purposes but the budget that would 
have been provided for family housing and schooling can also be used 
differently

A case by case solution; subject to many exceptions

Not for everybody: work best with frequent travellers with an 
international outlook

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Over 50% of companies surveyed by Mercer report that they send married employees on long-term assignments without being accompanied by the family. European companies lead the trend in this type of single assignment with two-thirds of companies report using this approach. A shift has taken place in the USA where only 10% that they would never consider sending an employee on this type of assignment – down from 40% two years ago. Historically, this trend has been driven the need to send employees to very difficult locations – places that would not be suitable for families – and more recently as a cost cutting measure. The difference in terms of cost between an assignment with the family and without the family is huge. For move from the US to London for example the cost difference between moving a family with two children and someone single is about $ 60,000 per year ($180,000 for a three year assignments) when taking into account costs such as family housing and schooling fees. 

While this type of assignment has been driven by cost-cutting objectives, we see an increasing number of companies using it for dual career situations. Part of the savings could be passed to the employee. The compensation package for this type of assignment is the traditional expatriate package with housing, cost-of-living, hardship if relevant. The savings can be used to provided additional home trips or allow the family to visit the host location or as a cash incentive. Some expatriates actually prefer to receive cash and maximize their savings during the assignments. 

This solution is obviously not for everybody: you cannot expect someone on a first assignment with little international experience to immediately adapt to this new type of assignments. However, some frequent flyers or employees with an international career can sometimes be used to this type of lifestyle.

It should be available as an option in the company policy without necessarily be offered automatically.



12Mercer

Finding an alternative 
A solution for individual cases rather than a strategy to solve the problem

Traditional long-term assignments cannot be fully replaced by other 
types of assignments

The other types of assignments represent a solution for individual 
cases if discussed early enough in the expatriate selection process but 
do not constitute a strategy to solve dual career issues

These types of assignments have in common the facts that they work 
best for specific types of employees (highly mobile with international 
experience) and/or for specific locations

Overall, these types of assignments can still be very disruptive for 
family life



Financial implications: bridging the 
income gap
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Financial implications

Dual career couple relocated might suffer a serious loss of Income

Few companies are willing to compensate directly for this loss (i.e 
cover all or part of the salary)

However the loss of income is partly offset by the expatriate 
package: the question is to what extent and how to do it

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The financial complications that arise when an employee whose spouse or partner works can be considerable.  Aside from the questions of career continuity, the household will enjoy a certain lifestyle having two incomes.  In some regions this is an economic necessity – especially in locations where taxes and the cost of living is high.  There is the mind-set that it is not possible to achieve the same standard of living on just one income.  



There are very few companies who have provisions in their policy to compensate for this loss, through direct financial means.  A lump sum or even monthly payment to make up for the salary is almost unheard of and does not address fully the issues surrounding dual careers.  If a company were to pay what is essentially the spouse’s salary for the duration of the assignment, this would be a costly exercise for the company.  This payment would also add to the complexity of tax arrangements, and would be an inefficient way and superficial way to compensate for the loss of the spouse’s career.  



However a number of companies do have some form of assistance in place for the working spouse, to partially compensate for the loss of the second income.  And more importantly, within the expatriate compensation package, there are a number of methods for making up the loss of the second income to a greater or lesser extent.  



So the question we will look at here is to what extent can this be done and how.
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Copenhagen M+2 (EUR)

Home 
(employee)

Home 
(spouse)

Home – 2 
salaries

Home - 1 
salary

Gross Salary 100’000 50’000 150’000 100’000

Tax -37'511 -14'384 -51'895 -35’213

Social 
Security

-8'133 -4'134 -12'267 -8’133

Family 
Allowance

2'843 2'843 2’843

Net Income 57'198 31'482 88'680 59’497

Presenter
Presentation Notes
To understand the implications of going down to a single income on assignment from double income in the home country, we first need to breakdown the figures for home income only.



Here we took an example with the company employee – earning €100K per year gross

Spouse – earning €50K per year gross. Hypo tax based on M+2 and based in Copenhagen.



The example above shows a ‘bare bones’ balance sheet where the household income is directly compared in the host location on 1 salary to the home location on 2 salaries. 

So you can see from this example that the household would suffer a considerable drop in lifestyle due to a drop in financial capacity IF they were at home on a local package. 
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Salary expenditure breakdown 
Copenhagen, M+2, dual income

Hypothetical dual-income household expenditure breakdown

35%

11%

10%

14%

5%

25%
Tax & SS

savings

housing

transport

childcare

Net spendable income
remaining

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So taking our same household in Copenhagen we did some research and came up with this hypothetical model to demonstrate how the gross income is broken down annually.



Tax and SS amount to just over one third of the total of the gross salaries.  The transport costs are based on a two-car household – purchasing a new car over a 4-year period – a family car and an economy small car, with road tax, insurance and new tyres included in the annual cost.  Childcare is based on 2 children, taking into account zero costs for holiday periods etc.



This leaves a hypothetical amount of 25% of the gross income as the net spendable income.  
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Household expenses comparison 
M+2, Copenhagen to London, double income to single with allowances

Home – 2 
salaries

Host Build-Up 
– 1 salary

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Net income	88500		57000	

savings	-17000	-17000	

housing	-15000	0	

transport	-21000	5000	

childcare	-8000		0	

Lower COL in host loc	7500	

Mobility premium		10000	

spouse allowance		3000	

ISI supplement		15600	





So here we have the comparison of the home spending on two incomes – you can see that savings and net income are shown as positives and the housing, transport and childcare are shown as negatives on this chart.  On the right we have the host salary build-up, with no deductions (as we haven't included taxes, SS nor FA in this graph) and additional benefits such as spouse allowance (standard amount of €3000 applied) and mobility premium at 10% which is also quite normal – we would expect 5-15% for those companies who do have a policy of applying this premium; the advantage of the lower COL in London compared to Copenhagen (M-M =77 which gives a value of €7500 – not awarded to the expatriate directly – this comes by not applying a negative COLA. ISI supplement is also included.  Not all of you may be aware of the ISI method used at Mercer.  

With the emergence of other types of transfers and changes in transfer patterns companies increasingly are faced with having to transfer employees to and from countries with very different socio-economic levels. They are finding that, when sending employees from countries with low income structures or from countries where dual incomes are necessary to allow for a comfortable standard of living, the "balance sheet" approach does not always generate a competitive salary in the host location. Even when applying very high cost of living indices, the adjusted net salaries do not provide sufficient purchasing power in developed countries. 

Mercer developed the International Spendable Income option that enables companies to substitute the non-competitive spendable income portion of an employee's salary with a competitive one.   Mercer developed two International Spendable Income levels you can use:  �Mercer Tier 1, based on an average between: the average of the German, Swiss, UK, the US and French spendable income levels�- we have use this one in this example and Mercer Tier 2, based on an average of : France, Belgium, Germany, Switzerland, UK, USA, Canada, Australia, Japan and Singapore spendable income levels



(Here we have used the following assumptions: 

The mobility premium at 10%

Maintains savings at dual income levels in home location 

No need to pay for transport - car cost per year over 4 years, annual road tax, insurances, fuel for 66K km/yr, set of tyres – example here uses 2 x cars

No need to fund additional childcare – DKK3000 per child (i.e. x 2) per month x 11 (vacations)

Value of private school education per year for 2 children primary level

The hypothetical value of childcare and need for a second car in our scenario are shown as deductions for home expenses but not an expense faced on a one income household in the host location due to the addition of a transport allowance in the policy.)



What you can see from this is that the host location build-up gives a competitive lifestyle opportunity on one salary.  The additions make a cumulative difference but it is easy to remove any one of these and still have a household income that is equitable but with a lifestyle that would be considered to be advantageous when compared with the home lifestyle. 



This slide does not show the added value that the assignment would bring to the household.  i.e. the benefits of a private international school education and of course the host housing costs are shown (but will of course not impact the household ‘pot’ of money), but the family may find themselves in a better area or with a higher value home to live in on assignment than they may have enjoyed at home and a private school education is considered by many to be advantageous for the children’s future. 



Some companies wanted to simplify the admin process and fixed a single, high value relocation allowance (20-25KEuros). This is being practiced by companies nowadays but may be a bad move in the long-term..  Difficult to maintain and then remove from policy…  Again, it will not always compensate directly for the loss in income for the spouse and it will not address the other personal and career development issues that the spouse may face.
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Financial implications

It is important to note that not all nationalities are equal when 
dealing with dual income issues (e.g. Scandinavian at 
disadvantage)

It is essential to understand the financial implication of dual career 
issues (if not for every single individual at least having an 
overview)

The value of the expatriate package has to be communicated to the 
employee

The expatriate package can offset part of the income loss and in a 
few cases solve the problem. It is however, only part of the 
answer and should be complemented by a comprehensive 
spouse support policy

If the outbound problem is solved, repatriation can still be a shock 
as the couple is used to a certain purchasing power with only one 
salary

Presenter
Presentation Notes
It is important to be aware that not all nationalities will face the same issues when dealing with dual income situations.  As we have demonstrated Scandinavian countries, with their high taxes and high cost of living means that a double income household is often necessary for a good standard of living – in other countries this is not necessarily the case.  



There may also be situations where the spouse is the higher earner of the household – in this case it will be impossible to expect the same kind of purchasing power to be achieved through even the most generous of expatriate compensation packages.  In this case other alternatives may need to be explored and more creative solutions found.  



As touched on in the previous slide, not all expatriates are aware of the full value of the expatriate package; an international education, quality housing in the very good or best areas of the city, the international experience for the family are all real and important factors to be taken into consideration.

Inexperienced expatriates, i.e. those on first time assignment leap on the notion of ‘down to one income’ without fully understanding how the benefits and allowances within an expatriate compensation package can make up a competitive income and focus their attention on the ‘perceived loss’.  

Those more experienced who have been on assignment before, tend to be more savvy in terms of the additional allowances, but sometimes have an interesting way of ‘writing off’ these additional allowances.  We hear often of additional premiums such as the mobility allowance paid to expatriates who then spend the money on designer furniture, a top of the range new car, an exotic holiday, a wedding… all expenses that they ‘forget’ they would have to save for at home but with this windfall actually purchase items that they would not normally be able to do.  

So communication at the time of detailing the expatriate’s compensation package is important to explain that the mobility premium for example is yes, an incentive – a bonus lets say – but also a way of the company acknowledging the inconvenience of an international move, and is used as a way of filling or at least partially filling a financial disadvantage faced by the household, that may not be already covered in other allowances.   It is essential that the focus is moved away from the ‘net salary’ comparison and towards the full financial benefits and holistic advantages of the assignment.

The dual income situation is only a problem if it is not addressed and a solution is not found.  In a few cases, a competitive package will be all  that is required.  However the financial aspects are just one side of the story and only a comprehensive spouse support policy will enable companies to adequately deal with this situation and remove one of the key barriers to mobility.



Another point to bear in mind, and an important one is when the family is repatriated.  To re-establish a lifestyle on two salaries when they have become accustomed to one may be more difficult than the initial adjustment to two, particularly when they have enjoyed a generous compensation package.  Again very good communication is imperative from the outset – even before the assignment begins, in order to prepare the ground for seeing the family through this eventual transition back home.  Managing expectations is key and any additional support that can be given using external organisations to help with career guidance for the spouse prior to repatriation will be a valuable investment. 





Spouse allowances and how they can 
be used
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Different forms of payments 
Cash amounts

Few companies would fully cover for the loss of income 

Spouse/partner pension funding allowance (6%)

27% of companies provide a cash allowance, usually around $5,000
provided either annually (75%) or as one-time payment (25%). 

Other examples (less common):
– 50% of lost income (capped; e.g. $20,000 max) for one year
– Transition allowance (3 months of lost income)
– Lump sum partly covering income loss and training/education 

(maximum of $20,000)

Cash payments are increasingly perceived as less effective than 
reimbursement of support services

Using cash amounts can be delicate to communicate and can be 
perceived negatively by the spouse

Mercer’s 2009/2010  International Assignment Survey 
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Spouse allowance 
Budget for spouse support

Spouse allowance to reimburse
– work permit (42%)
– career guidance (39%)
– Professional trainings and further education, broad offering (30%)
– Job search/outplacement assistance (45%)

Amounts $4,000 to $8,000

+

Companies provide a budget Language (77%) and cultural training (59%)

Mercer’s 2009/2010  International Assignment Survey 
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Spouse allowance 
Other ways to use the spouse allowance

Membership to social or expatriate clubs (provided by 17% of 
companies)

Help setting up a home office 
– free computer
– paying and helping set up an internet connection/ telephone and 

more generally anything that could help communicate with the home 
country and help find a job in the new location

Reimbursement of other items that facilitate the life of the spouse in the 
host location (e.g. GPS)

Reimbursing useful items is effective way to show that the company is 
supporting the spouse

Mercer’s 2009/2010  International Assignment Survey 
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Spouse allowance: reaction to the crisis 
Cost cutting or budget re-allocation?

Global nomads / career expatriates / strategic moves 
Spouse support: essential

Skilled professional / standard assignments 
Spouse support: important

Developmental moves 
Spouse support: useful (reduce?)

Moves initiated by the employee 
Spouse support: typically not provided (cut!)

High 
priority

Low

priority

Over 50% of European and American companies have a segmented 
policy approach



Organising spouse support
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Does your company have a written policy on spouse support for 
your traditional/long-term expatriates?

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90

We do not have a policy on spouse/partner
support nor do we address the issue

We do not have a policy on spouse/partner
support but we are developing one

We do not have a policy. Spouse support issues
are usually handled on a case-by-case basis

We have a corporate policy that provides general
guidelines on the support or benefits to be

provided to the accompanying spouse/partner

Other

All Regions Asia Pacific Europe Latin America North America

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In the next couple of weeks we will be releasing the International Assignments Survey 2009-2010.  Here you can see some of the results from this survey that deal with spouse support.  It is interesting to note that nearly 80% of Asia Pacific companies do not have a policy on spouse support issues nor do they address this issue.  European companies lead with way with general guidelines on spouse support and benefits to the accompanying spouse by way of a formal policy.

It is worth mentioning that a number of companies that did not already have a spouse policy had planned to implement these last year, but due to the economic crisis were unable to.  This was especially the case in the automotive industry for example that was one of the hardest hit sectors, the US as a region especially shows intent this year.
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Who is covered under the term spouse/partner for support? 

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Husband

Wife

Partner (not married) of
the opposite sex

Partner (not married) of
the same sex

Case by case

Other

All Regions Asia Pacific Europe Latin America North America

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Most companies will recognise the husband or wife as being covered under the spouse or partner banner in company expatriate policy 

For Europe, most companies will apply this for unmarried partners of the opposite or same sex, however in Asia and also for Latin America this number falls significantly. 
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Involving the spouse/family 
Do you meet your assignee’s spouse/partner before departure?

31

69

Yes
No

Mercer’s 2009/2010  International Assignment Survey 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This chart here was a surprise – less than one third of all companies meet the spouse before they accompany the expatriate on assignment.  This raises the serious question of ‘how do you know that the spouse is happy’ or put in another way ‘could you address anything before the assignment that if left may derail the assignment’s ultimate success?’
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Involving the spouse/family.  Details about the meeting:

Mercer’s 2009/2010  International Assignment Survey 

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

We organize a formal
meeting with the spouse
and assignee together

We organize a formal
meeting with the spouse

alone

The meeting lasts less
than one hour

The meeting lasts more
than one hour

Presenter
Presentation Notes
All regions responses – very little variation between regions 



All those who did have a meeting were able to select any number of the questions that applied to them from the four above.  Meeting the spouse formally with the assignee is already a positive step, but its worth bearing in mind that there may be subjects that the spouse does not wish to raise in front of the partner – best practice may well be to have a formal meeting with the spouse alone in addition, especially if the spouse has specific career concerns.  At this point, a company operating under best practice policies may have a battery of formal spouse support options including work placement programmes with other companies, work permit sourcing arrangements and independent career counselling channels.  Usually this is outsourced by the company and is a minimal investment in terms of costs compared to the overall cost of the assignment. 



29Mercer

Involving the spouse/family.  What is the purpose of the meeting?

Mercer’s 2009/2010  International Assignment Survey 

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

To make sure assignment-related information is
well understood by both the assignee and the

spouse/partner

To provide information about the host country

To understand the motivations and needs of the
spouse/partner

To assess how well the spouse/partner will adapt
to his/her new environment and anticipate

potential issues

Other

Presenter
Presentation Notes
It is interesting to perhaps read between the lines here and to see that the meetings are primarily ‘information giving’ from HR to the expatriate and the spouse – fewer companies are looking for feedback and comments from the spouse on their needs and requirements.
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The use of external providers to organise spouse support
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Mercer’s 2009/2010  International Assignment Survey 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Regionally, between Europe and North America, the results of whether companies use external providers to provide spouse support were actually fairly consistent (No res from LA or APAC)

. But there is a big difference in terms of industry: the IT industry in particular does not usually use external companies to provide support to the spouse whereas the chem/pharma and consumer goods industry are the leaders in the field.



	All Regions	Europe	North America	

Yes	60.2		62.3		57.1	

No	39.8		37.7		42.9	
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Ongoing contact with and 
support from HR

Meeting with manager and HR to 
discuss assignment/repatriation 

objectives. Visit to host/home 
country to get familiarized

Managing communication with the family

Global mobility framework, policy and 
supporting documents, HR 

checklists, tax information, external 
links etc.

Thinking about 
an international 

assignment?

Read me first!

International 
assignment

Manager’s 
guide

(home and host)

In touch – the 
quarterly email 
newsletter for 

expats

Accepting an 
assignment?

Your expat 
information 

pack

Coming home?

Your 
repatriation 
information 

pack

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Communication is one of the key components of solving the dual career questions.  The more that you as a company can provide in terms of tangiable information, the more supported the family will feel. It may take more time and there may be occasions where broaching certain issues opens the proverbial pandora’s box but without discussions and working together with the family to point them in the right direction and to help them manage some of the ‘softer’ aspects of the assignment there is always the risk that greater problems will surface in the future. 



Communication and support is an ongoing process spanning the whole assignment process.
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Addressing dual career issues 
Conclusion

Don’t ignore the problem and don’t hesitate to discuss issues with 
employees and management

Understand the financial implications and communicate the value of the 
expatriate packages you are offering

“Visible” forms of spouse support are often more effective than simple 
cash payments

Make sure a comprehensive spouse support policy is included in your 
expatriate management programmes

Communicate your spouse support policy and turn it into a competitive 
advantage

Presenter
Presentation Notes
There are still a few points that are important to mention here in the conclusion.  

Spouse will not only be open to culture shock but may also experience lifestyle shock.  Going from a busy lifestyle with a full time job and a family, to a home based role but without local friends and family and maybe also language barriers it can be an empty and lonely experience.  In these cases mentoring and social integration is crucial.  It is unlikely that even the most generous financial package will compensate in this situation and it is certainly far from addressing the symptoms and needs.

Spouse will be aware that in certain industries, taking a career break can be detrimental to their career path and this needs to be taken into consideration with the overall support plan.  The company may wish to pay for the spouse to attend industry-specific conferences to maintain a connection with the field they work in and to support networking….  The monetary value for this may be high but the message it sends to the spouse about how seriously the company takes their job too will have a high personal value to the spouse. 

Some companies will reduce the additional spouse premiums if the spouse finds work in the host location.  In order to avoid this being construed as a deterrent from working in the host location, the company needs to be involved concurrently in actively supporting the spouse in finding work and obtaining the correct permits.  This support is often outsourced to companies such as NetExpat with very positive results.  This also may be a method of changing the perspective of the spouse from one of career stalling to one of career opportunity as their CV will benefit from international experience.

Some spouses look to use the career break to study –to earn professional qualifications in their field or to take the opportunity to train or qualify for a new career entirely.  This is often an opportunity that is difficult to create during the routine home lifestyle. 

Through personal experience living overseas I know that a number of women who relocate for their partners careers are happy to take a ‘legitimate’ career break as an opportunity to start a family.  In some industries women still report a negative corporate attitude to career breaks for family reasons, but anecdotal evidence suggests that a ‘forced career break’ for a spouse on international assignment somehow legitimates this temporary hold on a career.  This may be a difficult topic for an HR manager to broach due to its personal nature, but its quite prevalent among the 25-late 30’s age group and shows that not all spouses are going to have a negative approach to the change in their dual career status.
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Questions
Please type your questions in the Q&A section of the toolbar 
and we will do our best to answer as many questions as we 
have time for.

To submit a question while in full screen mode, use the Q&A 
button on the bottom right-hand side of your screen.

To submit a question while in half screen mode, use the Q&A 
panel on the bottom right-hand side of your screen. 

Questions and contacts

CLICK HERE TO ASK A QUESTION 
TO “ALL PANELISTS”

Survey
Please take the time to fill out the survey at the end of this web 
briefing so we can continue to improve. The survey will pop-up 
in a new window when the session ends.

mercer.com/webbriefings
View past recordings and sign up for upcoming web briefings

Olivier Meier
London
+44 20 7178 5337
olivier.meier@mercer.com

Charlotte Harding
Geneva
+41 22 869 3062
Charlotte.harding@mercer.com
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